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Abstract: This Dissertation, entitled Troubling Beginnings: Trans ( per )forming African American History and
Identity explores historiography, faith, and psychic development in contemporary African-American cultural
productions and activities. It asserts that because African-American narratives of self and community develop in
a social context that has traditionally dehumanized, dehistoricized, and devalued "blackness" that they have
predominantly functioned in the service of cultural vindication to both positive and negative effect. It explores
those effects and suggests more productive modes of "making history."  
The dissertation examines contemporary reconstructed African-American histories, and demonstrates how films
like Sankofa, Panther , and Malcolm X function as collective social memories and mediations of historical
trauma that work to define and restrict the boundaries of "blackness." It argues that representations of mixed-
race bodies, black "manhood" and "womanhood," and African-American authenticity limit African-American
identity formation by defining cultural "authenticity." The dissertation also examines less closed modes of
representational performance. Focusing on the liberative historical representation of James Cone and Ibn Al-
`Arabi, Marlon Riggs' film Black is...Black Ain't , Anna Devere-Smith's performance work, and creative
approaches to critical pedagogy, it posits "trans(per)formative acts" as modes of representing African-American
pasts, presents, and futures that actually expand notions of "blackness" and black agency.  
While developing a discussion of memory in relation to identity from a Freudian perspective, the dissertation
uses Frantz Fanon's articulation of psychoanalysis as it might be applied in a colonial setting. Placing critical
race theory in conversation with psychoanalysis and departing from Fanon, it complements critical
psychoanalytic discussions of memory and trauma with insights from critical race theory, while also looking to
Black Liberation Theology and one form of Islamic mysticism for insightful approaches to historical retranslation.
 
Examining Haile Gerima's Sankofa , Mario VanPeebles' Panther , and Spike Lee's Malcolm X , this dissertation
identifies and analyzes how the three repeated images mentioned above function. The dissertation then
considers alternative modes of representing African-American histories. It explores the liberative religious
projects of James Cone and Ibn Al-`Arabi, Marlon Riggs' film Black Is...Black Ain't , and Anna Devere-Smith's
performance work, and posits that "trans(per)formative acts" create possibilities for new modes of self imagining
that both reject restrictive visions of "blackness," and condition the possibility for less exclusive, more flexible,
and ultimately more productive concepts of self and social agency.   
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